JN this volume, informative in spite of its comparative brevity, meticulously accurate in its presentation of fact despite its simplicity of exposition, Dr. Harris has expanded four lectures given by him at the Royal Institution in 1934. In expanding them, he has clearly taken the opportunity of making the revisions rendered essential by the progress registered in even twelve months' work on the vitamins.
The informal atmosphere of the original lectures has been very skilfully maintained in the written form, the author having used diagrams, graphs and photographs in just the way that the good lecturer uses his lantern slides, that is, as a means of lightening his exposition by helping the listener-or reader-to visualise the facts recorded.
Dr. Harris has attempted, with undoubted success, to do several things in this book. It is no mere bibliographical summary of what we know to-day about vitamin chemistry, though this knowledge is admirably surveyed. The author has also been able to dispose of a number of nutritional old wives' tales. He makes short shrift of the instinct-merchants, of the laudatores temporis acti, who say that all was well before people bothered their heads about dietetic science, and he shows his iconoclastic tendencies by vigorously assaulting what Carlyle would presumably have called "The Hero as Scientist". He stresses in the appropriate places the co-operative and international nature of scientific progress, and he makes it clear to all able to read between the lines that the successful applications of scientific progress can only be achieved on a similar non-individualistic basis. He has further been able by means of several carefully chosen examples to illustrate the methods of North America, while the second deals with South America, Europe, Asia, Mrica and Australasia, and contains a full index. Of the books themselves all that need be said is that they are up to the usual high standard set by America. The few photographic illustrations are excellently reproduced in collotype, and the figures, maps. etc., though they must have been collected from many sources, are uniformly printed, clear and without that unnecessary decoration that gives a false impression of detail.
Applied biochemical research and the application of its results to clinical observations.
In a book of this kind, however jealous the author may be of scientific integrity, there are many occasions when he must express a purely personal opinion, give a purely personal interpretation of facts themselves not yet actually proved beyond a peradventure. Dr. Harris has, on such occasions, been nearly always most careful to indicate that he is expressing a view, not abstracting an experimental result. It is only on such occasions that one can differ with Dr. Harris, mildly or violently, and the difference itself must of necessity be one of opinion. It would be of little value, and it would take an unwarrantable amount of space, to enumerate these occasions here, and to state alternative views; but it may perhaps be permissible to mention one or two of such points of controversy.
Dr. Harris, in my opinion, still adheres with unnecessary rigidity to the purely dietary view of vitamin activity. The chemist seems to have suppressed the pharmacologist, who must surely recognise the possibility-the probability eventhat substances of an intense physiological activity may have therapeutic activities comparatively remote from their 'normal' modes of action. Dr. Harris himself mentions the use of vitamin D "for callus formation or in tuberculosis", and one might parallel this by citing the treatment of purpura and certain other conditions with ascorbic acid. Only by an unjustifiable extension of the normal meaning of words could one describe these conditions as "vitamin deficiencies", and even Engelkes's suggested phrase, "conditioned vitamin deficiencies", seems rather to beg the pharmacological question.
It is from considerations of this kind that I have always felt some doubt about the deductions occasionally drawn from Dr. Thomas Moore's postmortem examinations of the vitamin A reserves in human livers, quoted in this book. The presence NATURE MAY 30, 1936 of these reserves is stated, in effect, to prove that administration of vitamin A could not have benefited the patient ; this is surely to make quite a number of unproved assumptions about availability and mobilisation and the site of vitamin A action, as well as to rule out entirely a possible pharmacodynamic action of intensive vitamin A therapy. A similar consideration might be advanced about the curiously specific action of parenteral vitamin D treatment for certain skin allergies.
However, these matters take us a little far from Dr. Harris's mainly dietary contentions. About these there can be no cavil. Dr. Harris, as director of the Medical Research Council's Nutritional Laboratory at Cambridge, is, in a sense, a civil servant. It is to be hoped that his administrative colleagues in the Departments involved will read and mark his last chapter in particular, and outwardly digest for their respective ministers its devastating implications.
The force of these implications is the greater in that Dr. Harris writes solely as a man of science, either stating proved facts or expressing opinions on matters about which objective and agreed judgments both can and will be reached sooner or later. Any political, and therefore subjective, consequences are not Dr. Harris's concern-at any rate as the author of this book. Dr. Harris says in his penultimate paragraph that the co-existence of want and surfeit is not the fault of science; there are, however, many, and Dr. Harris is perhaps one, who are feeling less and less inclined to accept the comfortable corollary that no fault lies with scientific workers. THIS excellent monograph should be in the hands of every plant physiologist. Prof. Curtis is a recognised authority on the difficult problem of translocation in plants, and he is to be congratulated on the production of this book.
The first chapter is a specially well-balanced consideration of the historical side of the subject. Prof. Curtis has decided views on the particular functions of the different channels of transport in the higher plants, and considers that the phloem alone is sufficient not only for the downward translocation of elaborated metabolic products from the centres of synthesis ; but that it is also the main channel for the upward translocation of mineral salts from the soil. On the latter point he will find the majority of plant physio-logists against him. His survey of the brilliant series of investigations of Mason and Maskell on translocation in the cotton plant is on the whole fair, but tends to be biased by his own views on the function of the phloem.
The peculiar condition of 'negative gradients' of crystalloid nitrogen described by Mason and Maskell for the stem of the cotton plant, interpreted by them as a static gradient of crystalloid nitrogen mainly composed of asparagine, on which is superimposed a dynamic gradient of crystalloid nitrogen, finds a different interpretation at the hands of Prof. Curtis, who considers that it is "more likely to be due to a retention of the carbohydrate-filled tissues, of nitrogen that has never reached the leaves". This suggestion presumes that synthesis of organic from inorganic nitrogen can take place in regions other than the leaves, for example, the roots. This is quite possible, and there is experimental evidence to support the view. In face of these diametrically opposite interpretations of the same facts, further work is desirable on the matter.
The general appearance of this monograph is attractive and the diagrams clear and explicit. The text is not marred by misprints. As there are notably few text-books available dealing primarily with modern valency theory, a concise handbook is more than welcome. The object of the present monograph is "to explain in simple language the view-point of quantum mechanics on valency and related topics such as the architecture of molecules and the activation energies of simple reactions".
After an explanation of quantum numbers and the wave function of the electron, the hydrogen molecule is treated at some length on the basis of the Heitler-London electron-pair bond theory. A chapter follows on the method of molecular orbitals as applied to the hydrogen molecule and the general diatomic molecule, and another on the problem of the shape of molecules by the generalised Heitler-London method of localised pairs, illustrated for various radicals and molecules. The final chapter deals with activation energy, the three-and four-electron problem, the ortho-para conversion, and resonance.
Although present-day views on valency have developed largely through interpretation of molecular spectra, the author manages to avoid reference to spectral considerations. The text is explanatory and excludes mathematical deductions, but is by no means easy reading since it is, of course, highly condensed and its tone is mathematical throughout. The work is addressed especially to chemists, and those who have kept theinselves equipped with a reasonable knowledge of quantum mechanical progress will value this concise treatment of a matter of essentially chemical interest.
N. M. B.
